Genetic and environmental risk factors for asthma: a cotwin-control study.
In complex diseases of genetic etiology such as asthma and atopy, it is difficult to differentiate causes of disease from consequences, and quantitate the importance of such causative factors. We examined possible risk factors for the development of wheezing and bronchial hyperresponsiveness in a cotwin-control study nested within a larger community-based twin-family study. In 62 monozygotic (MZ) twin pairs discordant for a history of wheezing, skin prick test to house dust extract was the most important discriminator, followed by sensitization to cat and cockroach allergens. In contrast, 62 dizygotic (DZ) discordant twin pairs differed additionally in sensitization to grass pollens and fungi. Markers such as serum haptoglobin, serum magnesium, and alpha-1-antitrypsin levels did not differ significantly between discordant twins. This MZ/DZ difference suggests that pollen allergy in asthmatics is more an epiphenomenon due to a genetic correlation between asthma and the allergic diathesis, whereas indoor allergens are likely to be direct environmental causes of asthma.